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According to a recent study by Princeton University professor of politics and international affairs,
Atul Kohli, studies of Latin American economic performance in the last 25 years demonstrate that
democracies have achieved results as good as or better than authoritarian regimes. Democracies
defined as governmental regimes that respect internationally recognized human rights have tended
to realize overall growth rates slightly lower than authoritarian regimes, while income distribution is
less unequal and foreign debt accumulation is lower.
An article on Kohli's studies appeared in a book titled, "Reconsideration of Development
Strategies," published in 1986 by the Overseas Development Council. Kohli compared economic
growth, changes in income distribution, and debt service coefficients between 1960 and 1982
of five developing nation democracies (among them, Costa Rica and Venezuela), with those of
authoritarian regimes. Included in the latter group were Argentina and Brazil, which were governed
by military dictatorships during the period in question. According to the author, between 1960 and
1970 the economies of the democracies grew at an average rate of 5.4% per year, while those of
dictatorships achieved an average 5.5% rate.
From 1970 to 1982, the democracies realized an annual average rate of 4.9%, and the dictatorships,
6.4%. In all the democracies for which pertinent data exist, income inequality declined, while the
opposite was true regarding the majority of dictatorships. Moreover, the dictatorships accumulated
larger foreign debts, although the democracies also found themselves with sizeable debts by yearend 1982. Although Kohli admits it is not possible to arrive at definitive conclusions due to the lack
of comparable data, he argues that the results justify the notion that democracies do not necessarily
sacrifice significant economic growth to achieve progress in other areas.
Another study realized by Carmelo Mesa-Lago of the University of Pittsburgh, compares the
economic performance of democratic Costa Rica and non-democratic Cuba for the 1960-80 period.
The study will be published in 1987 as a chapter in a book titled, "Market vs. Plan: Comparative
Development Strategies," edited by Gustav Papanek of the University of Boston. Mesa-Lago justifies
the comparison of the two economies since in 1960 they had realized similar levels of economic
development. He states that in terms of overall economic growth, Costa Rica achieved a higher rate
at an annual average of 6% in the 20-year period.
The Cuban average growth rate for the same period was 4%. The professor indicates that Costa
Rica demonstrated superior performance in other areas, such as industrial product growth as a
proportion of gross domestic product; export diversification, and rate of domestic investment. Next,
in the 20-year period Costa Rica reportedly maintained a lower balance of trade deficit, and lower
foreign debt levels. In contrast, Cuba outperformed Costa Rica in reducing foodstuff imports, and
expansion of capital goods exports. Regarding growth of net domestic income levels, Mesa-Lago
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states performance of both nations was similar, although Cuba took second place in absolute income
levels. Cuba outperformed Costa Rica in the areas of equitable income distribution, reduction of
illiteracy rates, secondary school enrollment, and unemployment rate reduction. According to
Mesa-Lago's study, Costa Rican performance was superior to Cuba in terms of higher education
enrollment and the reduction of infant mortality rates.
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